points to the first sketch of the materialist conception of history in the German Ideology (1845) as his work of self-clarification and, presumably, his entry into maturity. 1 Necessarily central to this ambitious reconstruction is the attempt to interpret the fundamental categories of Marx's critique of political economy in as logically coherent and systematically powerful a way as possible, in order to work out the theory of the core of capitalism -that which defines capitalism as such throughout its various stages -implied by those categories. 3 Refuting those who narrowly understand Marx's categories in purely economic terms, Postone claims that in order fully to grasp 'the breadth and systematic nature of Marx's critical theory', those categories must be understood 'as determinations of social being in capitalism'. 4 And his reconstruction most successfully demonstrates that Marx's 'analysis of labor in capitalism is historically specific, and [that] his mature critical theory is a critique of labor in capitalism, not a critique of capitalism from the standpoint of labor'. 5 The 'radical' character of Capital, he shows, is that it does not stop at a critique of the social distribution of wealth, but digs deeper to expose the roots of the problem, demonstrating that 'the fundamental contradiction of the capitalist totality [is] intrinsic to the realm of production itself '. 6 This understanding of Capital's focus on the very constitution of labour in capitalism enabled Postone, in a prefatory section, to sharply differentiate Marx's critical theory from 'traditional Marxism'. Despite its success, traces of a problem concerning categorial construction begin to appear in the course of this differentiation. The categories of traditional Marxism are, Postone correctly argues, transhistorical and ontological -'labour', for example, being treated as the 'transhistorical essence of social life', 'the ontological ground of society -that which constitutes, determines, and causally controls social
